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R981“It doesn’t land pleasantly on my 
tongue. It doesn’t taste right.”
This was the slightly astringent 
response by John Oxford of Queen 
Mary, University of London, to the 
news that a share of this year’s Nobel 
Prize for physiology or medicine had 
gone to two French researchers, Luc 
Montagnier and Francoise Barre-
Sinoussi, for the discovery of HIV. 
Relayed to readers of The Guardian 
(7 October) by science correspondent 
James Randerson, the comment 
revived the controversy as to whether 
Robert Gallo of Maryland School of 
Medicine, Baltimore, ought to have 
been recognized too.
“My first reaction is ‘poor old 
Gallo’…I feel sorry they haven’t linked 
all three of them,” Oxford continued. 
He even had a canny remark about 
German scientist Harald zur Hausen, 
who took half of the £790,000 prize 
money for characterising the human 
papillomavirus (HPV) that can cause 
cervical cancer. His work was not in the 
same league, Oxford opined. “It’s not 
such a big discovery.”
The HPV research certainly never 
triggered anything like the public and 
media outcry that surrounded the 
HIV work in the mid 1980s, especially 
when it became clear that huge profits 
might accrue from diagnostic tests 
derived from the discovery. “There 
was an acrimonious dispute over 
patent ownership which culminated in 
an out of court settlement and a joint 
statement by the US president Ronald 
Reagan and French president Jacques 
Chirac in which both sides agreed to 
split the proceeds evenly,” Randerson 
recalled.
Given this background, it was 
surprising that virtually all of the 
other UK newspapers carried 
uncontroversial, straightforward 
accounts of the Nobel announcement. 
The Independent’s handling of the 
story seemed particularly odd since 
its science editor, Steve Connor, co-
authored with Sharon Kingman an 
excellent book (The Search for the 
Virus, Penguin, 1989) documenting 
the furore. Yet The Independent’s only 
comment, backed by a news account 
lifted from Reuters, was in an editorial 
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Nobel questions contrasting the recent introduction of an HPV vaccine with the continuing 
failure of researchers to develop one 
against HIV. 
The explanation was simple: Connor 
was away from the office on the day of 
the Nobel announcement. Not for the 
first time, newspaper coverage or lack 
of coverage of a story had depended 
critically on the (non)availability of the 
right person to do the job.
Decisions taken by the Nobel 
committee have often provided 
fodder for colourful and sometimes 
mordant coverage in the media. Just over ten years ago, Dagens 
Nyheter, Sweden’s most influential 
newspaper, had partially to retract a 
sensational series of articles alleging 
irregularities in the nomination of Italian 
neuroscientist Rita Levi-Montalcini 
for the 1986 physiology or medicine 
prize. The articles claimed that the 
Italian pharmaceutical company Fidia 
had indulged in a “gigantic campaign” 
to promote her cause by raising her 
profile and awarding grants and prizes 
to members of the committee.
In its semi-apology, Dagens Nyheter 
said that it had not challenged the Honoured: Luc Montagnier shares in this year’s Nobel Prize for physiology or medicine for his 
part in the discovery of the human immunodeficiency virus. (Photo: D. Vo Trung/Eurolios/Sci-
ence Photo Library.)
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Severe overfishing is the biggest 
threat to many fish populations around 
the British Isles, once one of the 
world’s most productive fisheries. The 
International Council for the Exploration 
of the Seas (ICES), which advises  
politicians on fish stocks, warned that 
parts of the North Sea should be closed 
to mackerel fishing because stocks of 
the species could be on the brink of 
collapse. This is a blow to fishermen as 
mackerel were seen as one of the few 
species being fished sustainably; many 
other species in the North Sea are now 
on the brink of collapse as a result of 
overfishing.
Some researchers have wondered 
whether climate change, in the relatively 
shallow North Sea, may also have 
contributed to declining stocks. But 
a new report, Silent Seas, by Britain’s 
Marine Conservation Society (MCS) has 
warned that overfishing presents the 
biggest environmental threat to species 
in the region. Simon Brocklington, 
head of conservation at the MCS, said: 
“There’s a moral imperative: we simply 
shouldn’t be living in such a way that 
drives species to extinction.”
The MCS is calling for the 
introduction of an ecosystem-based 
approach to fisheries management and 
to move away from quotas, which it 
says lead to fishermen dumping stocks 
overboard. The EU has long operated a 
quota system of fisheries management 
that even many fishermen now find 
damaging. Along with ICES, the MCS 
also urges the temporary closure of sea 
areas to allow the regeneration of fish 
stocks.
The report has been timed ahead of 
the British government’s consideration 
of a marine bill, which potentially allows 
management of the seas in a way 
similar to that used to manage land and 
offers the potential of marine reserves 
where organisms are protected from 
fishing and other disturbance.
The report says that the rate of loss 
of fish in the region was accelerating, 
with formerly common species such as 
the common skate now appearing on 
lists of endangered species. Only eight 
of the 47 fish stocks around the British 
Isles remain in a healthy state, the 
report finds.
Conservationists fear that northwest 
Europe will end up like the Grand Banks 
of northeastern America, once one 
of the richest cod fishing areas of the 
world. 
The new Silent Seas report echoes 
the warnings of Rachel Carson’s 
famous Silent Spring, warning of the 
effects of agricultural pesticides on 
wildlife. “Too many fish are taken from 
the sea, too much rubbish is thrown 
into the sea, and too little is being done 
to protect precious marine life and 
habitats,” says Brockington.
The report warns that the state of 
seas in the region has changed over the 
past 25 years and the loss of wildlife 
could result in ‘regime shifts’ which 
are already happening in some marine 
environments around the world. “In 
Namibia’s seas overfishing has led to a 
dramatic increase in jellyfish which now 
dominate the ecosystem,” the report 
says.
Brockington said that, while 
overfishing was identified as the key 
problem, climate change could make 
things worse. Continued pressure on 
the marine ecosystems could bring 
them to the point where they only 
support creatures at the bottom of 
the food chain, such as plankton and 
jellyfish.
“In the next few years we are going 
to start seeing the effects of climate 
change; the first effects are already 
there, such as migration of fish and 
plankton types,” says Brockington.
The Silent Seas report says that 
there are seven times more vertebrate 
species at risk of extinction in British 
waters than there are on land.
A new report finds deep trouble in the 
North West Atlantic. Nigel Williams 
reports.
Fish fallsappropriateness of the honour for Levi-
Montalcini, who shared the prize for 
her 1950s work on nerve growth factor. 
The newspaper simply wanted to raise 
the question of whether the committee 
was potentially open to corruption.
Sometimes, an aggrieved party 
goes to the media to stir up public 
and professional support. When 
Americans Michael Bishop and Harold 
Varmus received the 1989 physiology 
or medicine prize for their studies 
on oncogenes, French scientist 
Dominique Stehelin issued an open 
letter insisting that he should have 
taken a share. Part of his complaint 
rested on the fact that “the prize 
carries an unparalleled authority in 
scientific quarters and the eyes of the 
public”.
The prize carries an 
 unparalleled authority in 
 scientific quarters and the 
eyes of the public
In 2003 US physician Raymond 
Damadian felt he ought to have 
been included alongside that year’s 
physiology or medicine recipients, 
Peter Mansfield of Nottingham 
University and Paul Lauterbur of 
Illinois University, for developing 
magnetic resonance imaging. He used 
the media rather differently, booking 
whole-page advertisements in The 
Washington Post, The New York Times 
and Los Angeles Times. Readers 
were asked to cut out a coupon 
and send it to the Nobel committee 
calling for Damadian’s name to be 
included. Although he had undoubtedly 
contributed to the subject (in a paper 
published in Science in 1971), expert 
commentators quizzed by journalists in 
response to the advertisements largely 
agreed that the committee had made 
the correct judgement.
Biologists may care to reflect that 
unseemly rows over Nobel prizes are 
if anything commoner among physical 
scientists. When Anthony Hewish 
and Martin Ryle of Cambridge were 
honoured in 1974 as radio astronomy 
pioneers, Sir Fred Hoyle provoked 
a huge public row by claiming that 
Hewish’s former research student 
Jocelyn Bell should have received a 
share for her role in the discovery of 
pulsars. This year, as The Independent 
reported, Italy’s National Institute for 
Physics protested vigorously against 
the award to two Japanese and a 
Japanese American for discoveries on 
“spontaneous broken symmetry” in 
subatomic physics. Institute president 
Roberto Petronzio said he was “filled 
with bitterness” because the man “universally recognized” as responsible 
for the breakthrough was Italian 
physicist Nicola Cabibbo.
An awful lot of bitterness seems to 
emanate from Stockholm around this 
time of the year.
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